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Turning Turner on His Head?
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF IMMIGRATION IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY
AMERICAN WESTERN HISTORY

Elliott Robert Barkan

T

his is an essay about a promise yet to be fulfilled. Historians have acknowledged the ethnic diversity of the twentieth-century West, but few
have reported its full richness. Many scholars have allowed the history of immigration into the West to fall "victim to amnesia"; others remain reluctant
to move much beyond the nineteenth century. The true story of the West is
interwoven with vibrant, multiethnic strands, with a breadth of peoples going well beyond a litany of races frozen in the first third of the twentieth
century. Although the West has influenced, and often transformed, both its
long-resident peoples and newcomers, this essay explores the fact that a remarkable ethnic diversity shaped and - to some extent - made possible many

Elliott Barkan has been a Professor of History and Ethnic Studies at California State University,
San Bernardino since 1968. In addition to being the Book Review Editor for the Journal ofAmerican Ethnic History for the past sixteen years, he is currently the Vice PresidentlPresident-Elect
of the Immigration and Ethnic History Society. His research has focused on immigration and
naturalization, principally since World War II. His recent books include: And Still They Come:

Immigrants and American Society, 1920-1990S (1996); A Nation of Peoples: A Sourcebook on
America's Multicultural Heritage (1999), an edited collection of twenty-seven original essays; U.S.
Immigration and Naturalization Laws and Issues: A Documentary History (1999), coedited with
Michael LeMay; and Making It in America: A Sourcebook on Eminent Ethnic Americans (April
2001),

a compilation of 416 biographies by ninety-three contributors covering ninety American

ethnic groups. Professor Barkan is now working on a history of immigration into the American
West in the twentieth century for Indiana University Press, tentatively entitled From All Points,

Due West: Immigration into the American West in the Twentieth Century.

57

58 ~

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME 77, NUMBER I

ofthe West's features. Immigration and in-migration (along with Native Americans) created this diversity. The reality not yet entirely appreciated, therefore,
is that (to expand an earlier phrase) the twentieth-century West was the Westand the United States-only more so and that immigration was a principal
force and not a peripheral factor in that story.1
I will argue for the need to move immigration from the wings-from its
being consigned to bit parts and walk-ons in a fragmented production - to the
center of the western stage and to a leading role in key scenes of the entire
history of the twentieth-century West. In an effort to support this proposed revision, this recasting, three broad issues will be addressed here: (1) why and how
has immigration been relatively invisible in twentieth-century western history;
(2) once visible, how might we define a configuration of the western region
from an immigration perspective; and (3) with the salience of immigration
presented, how can the case be made for its central place in the diversity ofthe
peoples ofthe West, and, more specifically, what initial arguments can be outlined regarding its indispensability to the economic development ofthe West?
A fortuitous encounter with scenes from a century ago concretely illustrates
how much about the role of immigration could be revealed by just a little exploration. Virginia City, Nevada, was a microcosm ofthe mining and pioneering experiences in far-western America, and its cemeteries (which I walked
through) serve as reminders of an often forgotten dimension of that past:
Alexander Gensey, died 26 March 1884, age fifty-two, native of France
Frederick Hertlein, died 6 September 1886, age forty-nine, native of
Germany
Mathew Rapon, died 25 August 1893, age fifty-five, native of Cornwall
James Gunn, died 12 September 1874, age" thirty-eight, native of
Nova Scotia
John Goularte, died 2 December 1889, age thirty-six, native of
Fayal Azores
Anton Tjader, died 1870, age forty-five, native of Russia
Jacob Klein, died 1899, age sixty-eight, born in "Europe"
Andre Houigassan, died 15 December 1878, age forty-seven, born in
French Pyrenees
William Leahy, died 29 March 1878, age twenty-six, native of Quebec
And the women and children were there, too:
Elizabeth Jones, died 1925, age seventy-four, native of Wales
Emily Walsh, died 4 October 1899, age thirty-one, native of Canada
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Margaret Hulley, died 5 December 1868, age thirty-three, native of
England
Julia O'Connell, died 17 August 1864, age twenty-six, native of Ireland
(eleven days later, her daughter, Mary, also died)
Bertha Lichtenberg, died 5 January 1907, age sixty-one, born in
Germany (her daughter, Bertha, had died on 25 September 1881,
at three months twenty-one days, and just one year later her infant,
Wilhelm, died 1 September 1882, merely one month and eight
days old)
Nearly all these men and women had come to the mining "city" for an
array of reasons that included achieving more than they had thought possible
at home, even if they intended to return. In the process men died in the
mines or from diseases and disabilities caused by mine work, while their wives
often died in childbirth or, along with their children, succumbed to any
number of untreatable diseases and ailments. These individuals represent
two key observations conceniing the history ofthe West ignored by Frederick
Jackson Turner, for he disliked and discounted the contributions of most
immigrants. They were subsequently given lip service by many historians,
journalists, and writers who adhered to his Frontier Thesis and by those who
subsequently critiqued that thesis but who were themselves only partially free
of Turner's "time-worn paradigm."2
First, in 1983 Frederick Luebke criticized historians of the West for treating
"their subject as the story of an undifferentiated English speaking majority."
Fifteen years later he more forcefully stated that "European immigrants are the
forgotten people of the American West. ... [E]ven historians of immigration
have ... tended to overlook Europeans who settled in the West." In particular,
he faulted the editors ofthe massive Oxford History ofthe American West (1994)
for failing to include a chapter on Europeans. The year before, in 1997, in an
essay on western urban-related research, Roger W. Lotchin likewise commented on the uneven treatment of many groups, emphasizing that "the
Basques, Canadians, Germans, Irish, easterners, midwesterners, southerners,
Slavs, Chinese, Indians, Filipinos, Scandinavians, and others have been relatively neglected."3
Second, the absence of such coverage has had profound implications for
understanding the invaluable contributions of those omitted. For example,
Ricardo Romo pointed out that, prior to World War I, Greeks, Slavs, and Italians were preferred over Asians in mining and. transportation employment, and
Carlos Schwantes underscored the role ofItalian, Austrian, Slav, Serb, Polish,
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Montenegrin, and Greek mine workers at that time. During the same period,
Schwantes added, Scandinavians turned to logging, Greeks and Italians to
railroad construction and maintenance, Japanese to the cultivation of sugar
beets and berries, and Mexicans to the harvests of citrus fruits and the newly
opened cotton fields, while "European immigrants [labored] in the fields of
grapes, peas, and artichokes." Luebke also stressed that he perceived some
New Western historians placing an unbalanced emphasis on racial minorities to the exclusion of such groups as the Irish and southern Slav miners,
Scandinavian loggers, Italian truck farmers, Basque shepherds, Jewish peddlers, and German farmers. 4
In fact, Arthur Schlesinger Sr. and Marcus Lee Hansen had long before
sought to shift the focus of historical attention to immigration, although their
concern was principally with European immigration. Hansen declared,
"Without the influx of millions of Europeans ... [t]here would have been a
frontier, to be sure, but not the kind of frontier that produced the now accepted consequences."5 Despite their writings and the increasing number of
studies that would appear after 1945 and especially after 1960, the call for a
more integrated history that acknowledged the importance of immigration
in the West went largely unheeded for "many years" by western historians.
One exception was Earl Pomeroy, who published his historical survey,
The Pacific Slope: A History of Califomi a, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Utah,
and Nevada, in 1965. In a thirty-page segment he provided a rather substantial overview of the economic roles of an array of foreigners including Europeans, Canadians, Asians, and Mexicans. He incorporated into that account
data on the changing composition of the foreign-born populations, brief
descriptions of their adaptation,'assimilation, encounters with nativists, and
the relocation ofJapane~e and Japanese Americans during World War II. He
suggested that "the wartime antagonism against Japanese and Mexicans represented a new pattern of intolerance in the Far West." Yet, he added, "The
war only set [the Nikkei] back temporarily" and the postwar decline in hostility toward them was followed by the widespread repeal of many discriminatory laws. Three years after Pomeroy's book appeared, historian Moses
Rischin called upon his colleagues to recognize the important place of immigration in the unique development of the West. He wrote, "[I]n all but the
political sense, [the West] is a new nation fashioned out of a multiplicity of
racial, religious, regional and ethnic groups unmatched elsewhere in the
United States." In a 1972 article focusing on California, Rischin stressed the
migrations that had contributed to its demographic transformation, with such
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"pairings as trans-California Americans and native sons, Europeans and
transmigrants, Occidentals and Orientals, Catholics, and Protestants, Mormons, Jews, and Gentiles, and 'old' immigration and the 'new,' the unaffiliated
and the indifferent, the Anglo and the Chicano, the black and the white."6
Why have more western historians failed to present balanced histories that
better depict the immigration and migration that Pomeroy sketched in 1965
and that Rischin highlighted in 1968 and 1972? Gerald Nash concluded that
the historians' oversight was "perhaps [the consequence] of their undue concern with the environmental uniqueness of the West" as originally set forth
by Turner. What the field ended up with, argued Michael P. Malone in 1989,
was a fragmentation reflecting a plethora of subfields and a stigma on western history. Instead of in~orporatingthe many immigration studies, western
historians continued to rely on the Frontier Thesis skewed by Turner's original biases. i
In Malone's Historians and the American West, published in 1983, contributers other than Luebke made scant mention of immigrants. Clark Spence
suggested this omission resulted from the relatively scarce literature - a partly
unfounded opinion judging from bibliographic collections compiled at the
University of New Mexico's Center for the American West. s Three years later
in American Frontier and Western Issues, Roger Nichols on the one hand admonished his colleagues to modify future works to include more issues that
were "now considered to have been of major significance a century ago." On
the other hand, he noted that a greater "awareness of class, race, and gender"
was permeating much recent work and that ethnic groups and women, among
others, were receiving "a more realistic share of attention." Although Carlton
Qualey was the one contributor who specifically discussed ethnic groups in the
Nichols collection, most of those he covered were located in midwestern communities. He focused on frontier issues and concluded that "Asians constitute
the last large non-European group to migrate to the United States," a comment
either ambiguously referring to the 1890S and early 1900S or indicative ofa general oversight ofthe dramatic changes in immigration to the West by the early
19808. Several other contributors made some references to immigrants but they
were largely peripheral to other topics. No scholar referred to immigration in
the contemporary period. 9
Appearing in 1989, Gerald Nash and Richard Etulain's collection, The
Twentieth-Century West: Historical Interpretations, included a major essay by
Walter Nugent, "The People of the West Since 1890," which forcefully detailed demographic changes throughout the West but included only limited
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data on immigrants. Aside from Ricardo Romo's essay on Mexican Americans,
the other essays mention little about immigration per se, notwithstanding
Nash's closing comment that "the image of the twentieth-century West ... is,
above all, an urban rather than a rural civilization with a heterogeneous, multicultural, multiracial population." When Nash and Etulain published a second
collection of essays just eight years later, Researching Western History: Topics
in the Twentieth Century, the essays by Roger Lotchin on urban history, by
Glenda Riley on women, and by Robert Cherny on politics more explicitly
incorporated points concerning diverse ethnic groups. Although these chapters
obviously did not represent fully developed studies redressing the long-present
fragmentation of western history (nor did they acknowledge the newer immigrant populations), they did offer enough details to justify the thorough incl usion of immigration history into general histories of the West as the way to
explicitly overcome the immigrants' invisibility.1O
Incorporation of immigrants into western historiography remains incomplete, and these four collections serve as the spotlights illuminating how the
immigrants remain in the wings as we seek to move them to center stage,
beginning with a central premise of this essay: Marcus Daly, Irish immigrant,
did not mine the Anaconda copper any more than Canadian-born James J. Hill
himself "built" the Great Northern Railroad, or German-born Frederick
Weyerhaeuser felled timber or milled shingles in the Northwest, or Italian-born
Marco Fontana canned fruit for Del Monte, or Claus Spreckels harvested his
Hawaiian sugar crops. Neither can Iowans and Nebraskans, or their children,
claim credit in the late twentieth century for revitalizing the central cities of
many western communities. Nor can midwesterners or easterners (or their
descendants) be entirely lauded for developing the West's expanded, transnational commercial relations with virtually all of the nations of the Pacific
Rim and beyond.
To a great extent, the vast achievements in the West in the twentieth century were made possible principally because immigrant men and women and
often their children provided much (and, in many instances, most) of the labor, occassionally at the cost of their lives. Many nationalities formed the flow
of immigrants into the twentieth-century West: Mexicans, Chinese, Japanese,
Koreans, Filipinos, South Asians, and other peoples of color. Working along
with them were Croatians, Slovenians, Slovaks, Russians, Italians, Irish,Armenians, Portuguese, Canadians, Swedes, Norwegians, Danes, Greeks, Finns,
Czechs, Basques,'and others. Similar patterns, with some of the same groups
and many newer ones, are present today. Indeed, so many Asian immigrants
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have been employed in Silicon Valley that in the 1980s Hewlett-Packard was
known as "Little Vietnam" and Advanced Micro Devices as "Little Manila."11
Moreover, the issue goes beyond the multiethnic labor force. A visit to any
leading urban center readily reveals how many small- and medium-sized
businesses are rooted in initial immigrant entrepreneurial efforts. Such was
true earlier in the century as well. In addition, some recent entrepreneurial
immigrants not only have had a significant impact by virtue of the foreign
capital they have brought or funneled into their enterprises but - in another
manifestation of contemporary transnationalism-their American-based
businesses have also acted as conduits for sizeable investments from persons
in their homelands. During the 1990s, immigrants in the technology sectors
were likewise establishing businesses with overseas branches to play key roles
in the development, manufacture, and distribution ofhi-tech products, while
others opened factories in their homelands to produce goods for import into
the United States.
The presence of a considerable number of immigrants in myriad economic roles is thus indisputable. Yet, their substantial participation in the
growth of the West past and present has, with few exceptions, received fragmented, scanty, and one-dimensional coverage. There have been studies of
individual groups, particularly of Mexicans, Chinese, and Japanese as well
as local studies of a host of European groups, but virtually no scholars have
tried to bring the myriad multiracial stories together or to carry them to the
present. Even those immigrant groups who have been given more visibility
have received only limited coverage.
I therefore approach the century-long debate about the histories ofthe West
as an immigration historian and see a core dilemma. In 1893 Frederick Jackson
Turner - by presenting his extraordinary thesis about the frontier and the West,
the roots ofAmerican democracy, and the creation of a composite American
nationality-created an interpretive "box" and for over one hundred years
historians (and many journalists and western writers) have been struggling to
demolish that box, or to defend, reconfigure, or multiply it. Some scholars have
actually freed themselves from that Turnerian box, but too few have been able
(or willing) to carry the discussion away from the 1800s and early 19oos. Too few
have shifted away from the debate over whether a western region ever has
existed. Many dwell on the impact of environmental variables or on macroforces of large-scale social, cultural, and economic movements, or on state/
federal powers and policies responsible for defining "The West." Such historians would need to consider a clear shift in perspective in order to move beyond
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a simple acknowledgment of the presence of the diverse foreign-born and
second generation groups who have peopled the western states and territories, not all of them people of color.
In a 1990 essay, Frederick Luebke provided a succinct explanation for this
Turnerian box: Turner had proposed that the frontier was a crucible in which
people, regardless of origin or culture, adapted to the physical realities. This
"environmental determinism" made assimilation implicitly easy by ignoring
"ethnocultural conflict and the persistence of immigrant attitudes, values
and behaviors." Thus, Luebke concluded, "The frontier thesis is conceptually inadequate to study ethnic minorities because it assumes the dominance
of environment over culture." Richard White was less charitable, charging
that, just as people ignored trail garbage as a sign of human presence, so
Turner and his followers "eliminated from their history as so much human
garbage most of the diverse peoples of the West ... whose presence endangered their regional homogeneity."'2 Moving beyond the box-and bringing
the model up to date-is long overdue, as is historians' more effective use of
sociological and urban anthropological studies. For example, many historians reviewing the literature or outlining research agendas routinely point to
the need to include (besides gender and Native Americans) blacks, Hispanics, and Asians with hardly any recognition that "black" is no longer synonymous with African American, but includes Africans and West Indians. Nor
is "Asian" limited mainly to Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos - the term now
refers to Koreans, South Asians, and nearly a dozen Southeast Asian nationalities. Likewise, "Hispanic" and "Latino" embrace not only Mexicans, Cubans,
and Puerto Ricans but also Dominicans and Central and South Americans.
Virtually no one mentions West Asians, who range from Iranians and Iraqis to
various Middle Easterners and North Africans, or, more globally, the Muslims,
Buddhists, and Hindus-all of whom now populate the western United States
in numerous locales.
To set the stage for a broader perspective of western history over the past
century, consider that between 1899 and 1910 well over seven hundred thousand immigrants indicated they planned to reside in 'The West" (we return
to my proposed definition of the term).IJ In 1900 over 20 percent of the population in the West was foreign-born compared with 13.6 percent for the nation
(1.026 million out of 10. 341 million), and the white population of foreign stock
in Wyoming, Montana, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, Washington, and California exceeded the national figure of 32.1 percent. In the 1910 census more than
1. 76 million foreign-born persons resided in the West, peaking at over 2.265
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million in 1930.14 Consider, too, the other historical pattern that has been addressed rather superficially and that goes well beyond Rischin's earlier point:
between 1955 and 1998, the period with the most readily available data, 9.65
million immigrants indicated that they were intending to reside in the West (or
were already there, adjusting their status).15 In 1970, atthe beginning of the new
era of immigration, the number of foreign-born persons in the West, standing
at 4-47 million, had already reached nearly twice the earlier peak. Two decades
later, in 1990, that number had more than doubled to 9.347 million. In 1997,
the Census Bureau estimated that 12 million foreign-born persons were living
in the West- nearly eleven times more than at the beginning of the century.
To sum up my point: in 1900 just under 10 percent ofthe nation's foreign-born
resided in the West; in 1997 almost 47 percent did so. Moreover, few writers
(with the exception of Richard White, D. Michael Quinn, Carl Abbott, and
especially Sally Miller and Walter Nugent) have taken care to draw their readers' attention to the fact that, as recently as 1990, in addition to immigrant
Latinos and Asians and other immigrants of color, 1.51 million foreign-born
persons from Europe, Canada, and the Middle East-immigrants who were
not peoples of color- had also been living in the West: they constituted one in
six of all the foreign-born persons residing there. 16
I have not even delved into the second generation or all those westerners
who still identified with a European, Canadian, Middle Eastern, or other
non-Native American ancestry in 1980 and 1990. Walter Nugent's brilliant
book, Into the West: The Story ofIts People (1999), is one of the first to do so
with a depth long missing in the western field. However, as Nugent had
pointed out in his 1992 survey of historians, journalists, and western writers,
of 251 who responded to his survey, only thirty-four (including one-sixth of
historians) saw the West "as the place ofgreatest ethnic and racial mixing" or
as the most varied multicultural regionY
Still remaining as a consequence of Turner's impact is the need to overcome the immigrants' invisibility, despite several important, recent publications. Likewise, many historiographical discussions during the past third of a
century have still focused on the many omissions and oversights in Turner's
writings, including the qualifications he subsequently offered. Some scholars
made other efforts to disentangle the frontier from the West in order to resolve
the question of whether the West was a process or a place - if the existence of
such "a region" could be agreed upon. IS This brings us to the second issue I
posed at the outset of this essay: How might the West be redefined with the
immigrant perspective in mind?
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Walter Nugent's 1992 survey clearly revealed that historians, writers, and
journalists have achieved at best only a partial consensus on how to envision
the twentieth-century West. As part of the broader discussions of macroprocesses shaping and defining the West-along with federal environmental
policies, defense and other federal expenditures, New Deal reforms, and World
War II-Gerald Nash, Carl Abbott, Michael Malone, Richard Etulain, Walter
Nugent, and others have stressed metropolitanization as a defining characteristic. Underlying these analyses is the implicit recognition that the features of
the West have not been static and that the economies ofthe western states have
become more complex in the twentieth century, more independent of eastern investors (but not necessarily of the federal government), more linked to
Pacific Rim trading partners, and tied to globalization more generally. Along
with those sweeping changes, the demographic dynamics within the western
states have undergone significant transformations, with sociocultural, economic, and political ramifications for that metropolitization. As I noted,
these shifts have not been adequately addressed. In 1987 this complex, multifaceted transformation most likely prompted Richard White to define the
West not as a region but as "a product of shifting relationships to other entities." Four years later, he was even more explicit: "The West is not and has
never been an organic unit. ... [I]t is a set of relationships.... The West has
always been a much divided place: a series of urban enclaves and rural communities, a mixture of peoples whose links have never been based on common culture or mutual affection." 19
Can a definition of "The West" be determined beyond what many historians have already stated regarding the diversity of the western states in terms
of populations, periods of settlement, extent of urbanization, range of economic activities, international borders or ocean coasts, physical environment, and federal expenditures? I would argue that looking at the West from
an immigration/ethnic perspective can help us to connect better many of the
pieces of this twentieth-century, demographically transformed West. In fact,
a number of historians have touched on this issue, and their points strengthen
the case for this perspective.
First, Carlos Schwantes discussed various aspects of the important role of
immigrant labor (to which we shall return) in a major essay published in

1994. In that piece he emphasized that the Mexican border, stretching from
Texas to California, had fostered a "Latino Triangle" from San Antonio west
to San Diego and northeast to Denver. Indeed, the whole development of a
borderland culture has encompassed several dymanics: the development of
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communities on both sides of the U.S.-Mexican boundary; the impact of the
proximity of Mexico across much of the Southwest and West; the rapid expansion of hundreds of maquiladoras (factories along the Mexican side of the
border); the huge role that Texas long played as a conduit for Mexican migration to most areas of the West; and the unrelenting dilemma of unauthorized border crossings (over terrain in many places quite similar on both sides
of the borderline). Those factors are so pervasive from the Gulf Coast to the
Pacific Coast that to separate Texas from the other western states is artificial
and arbitrary. In addition, in the same volume of The Oxford History, Carol
A. O'Connor discussed western cities and included Houston, Dallas-Fort
Worth, and San Antonio. In Nugent's 1992 survey, although there were considerable differences over exactly where to place the eastern boundary of the
West, four-fifths of the respondents included all or at least the western portion of Texas in their configurations of the West. 20
Second, concerning the other geographical end point, Victoria Wyatt wrote
in her Oxford History chapter on "Alaska and Hawai'i" that "to outsiders Alaska
symbolizes a sanitized last frontier. ... Hawai'i represents a tropical paradise.
. . . [But] these popular perceptions mask the essential experiences ofAlasbns
and Hawaiians and their long-standing ties with the contiguous United States.
. . . In fact, many themes central to the development of the American West
appeared in Alaska and Hawai'i as early as-and often earlier than-in the
contiguous western frontier." Rischin, for one, even referred to Hawai'i as "in
so many ways a satellite of California." In a 1992 essay on Hawai'i, John
Whitehead also argued that Hawai'i was "the First and Last Far West" and "an
integral part of the American experience in the Pacific," geographically "a
true western frontier, with a border where one set of traditions and cultures
meets others." In another essay five years later, Whitehead referred to Alaska
and Hawai'i as the "noncontiguous Wests," noting that originally California
was not contiguous with the rest of the United States and that, in maritime
terms, Alaska and Hawai'i are contiguous with the western states - and therefore are part of the West-even if they, like the Pacific Northwest, did not
meet the criteria of aridity argued by Donald Worster, Michael Malone, and
Richard Etulain. 21
The histories of those two territories-cum-states, and especially their economic histories, have been intimately interconnected with California and
Washington State. In addition to the long-term, substantial volume of trade
between both Alaska and Hawai'j and the western states in particular, immigrant workers regularly moved to and from the Alaska canneries (and gold
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fields) and the Pacific Coast states, while Asian immigrant workers by the
thousands transferred from Hawai'i to the western mainland until, in March
1907, President TheodoreRoosevelt issued Executive Order 589 halting such
remigrations. Although the links have only become stronger since the two
territories both acquired statehood in 1959, Wyatt made the telling observation that, when both territories were attacked at the outset of World War II,
Americans reacted with the sentiment that both were already very much part
ofthe United States. Furthermore, in the first private study of its kind, I used
Immigration and Naturalization Service computer immigration records for
1972-1985 to illustrate that the key role of Hawai'i as both an immigrant
destination and as a way station for newcomers bound for the mainland continued into the contemporary period, with the latter role remaining quite
prominent until the introduction of nonstop trans-Pacific air transportation
in the early 1980s. Finally, Walter Nugent concluded that, although by nineteenth-century criteria Hawai'i would not qualify for inclusion, by the early
1960s "Alaska and Hawaii shared enough with the mainland West. ... to
qualify for membership in the region."22 Whereas in the mid-1980s I demonstrated a Miami-Honolulu Sunbelt axis related to immigration,zJ I am here
proposing that, from an immigration perspective, "the West" consists of a primary arc of immigrant entry ports and destinations extending from Texas,
across New Mexico and Arizona, to California, Oregon, Washington, and
Alaska, and out to Hawai'i. A secondary sphere, what Nugent refers to as the
"Interior West" - particularly from the historical standpoint of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries-includes Utah, Colorado, Nevada,
Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana. z4
Having defined the West from an immigration perspective, we can build on
these first two discussions by now focusing on the need for a more adequate
treatment of the demographic revolutions in the West's many subregions first
at the turn of the century and then again with the immigration reforms since
at least 1965. The full acknowledgment of the extraordinary array ofpeoples in
the West has been slow in coming, but those demographic transformations are
at the core of the omissions to which I have been referring. Clarifying the
breadth ofthese population changes-the extent and complexity ofthe ethnic
diversity-will enable us to provide a better perspective on the impact these
newcomers and their children have had on the West. Z5
For example, in 1987 Donald Worster argued that "regional history [should
not] be confused, as it sometimes is, with the history of ethnic groups migrating into a place and taking up residence." Nonetheless, a few years later, he
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went on at length with a strong multicultural perspective: "Further, we have
learned to pay more attention to the substantial numbers of nonnative people
of color, people from Mrica, the Pacific Islands, and Asia, who have come into
the garden ofagrarian myth to live alongside the European settlers, making the
West in fact a far more racially diverse place.... [T]he West has ... been a place
where white Americans ran smack into the broader world."26
In his outstanding 1985 study of the West during World War II, Gerald
Nash pointed out that over eight million people moved west of the Mississippi during the 1940S. Half went to the Pacific Coast; 90 percent, to the
cities. His description of an Oakland, California, shipyard during World War
II captured some of the essence of that population influx, for there "one
could find Slavs, Russians, Portuguese, Germans, Irish, Chinese, Greeks,
Italians, and large numbers of Okies among the milling throng of workers."
In 1986, in contrast to Nash's wartime observation, John D. Haeger's essay,
"Economic Development of the American West" in American Frontier and
Western Issues edited by Roger Nichols, never mentioned immigrants for
either the nineteenth or twentieth centuries. Likewise, in the same volume
James Whitaker discussed agriculture, and again immigrants were absent.
However, Mark Wyman's analysis of mining referred to the role of the foreign-born in many districts.
An example of a historian slowly coming to terms with the West's demographic revolution is Glenda Riley. In her contribution to Nichols's collection, "Frontier Women," seven pages passed before she mentioned ethnicity,
race, and religion. However, a decade later, Riley published "TwentiethCentury Western Women: Research Issues and Possibilities" in Researching
Western History edited by Gerald Nash and Richard Etulain. In that piece the
second paragraph declared "today's most pressing [research] question" to be
"race and ethnicity." She limited this discussion to Native American, Latino,
and Asian women, but offered observations that are more salient than those
in her earlier work yet revealing in their incomplete breadth. She wrote, "In the
1990S, developing an understanding ofthe historical experiences of women of
color is crucial to the comprehension oftwentieth-century women." Although
I applaud her emphasis on not lumping ("colonizing") Asian American
women together and for resisting the urge to generalize from one group to
another, what happened to all the western women who are/were not women
of color? In that same edited collection, Gerald Nash wrote once more on "Research Opportunities in the Economic History of the Twentieth-Century
West." He described how Amadeo P. Giannini's Bank ofAmerica catered to a
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considerable variety of California immigrant populations, focused on the
standard array of economic institutions worthy of research, and concluded
that much was left to be done on labor. Nevertheless, Nash omitted a century
of topics on the continued economic impact of these diverse immigrants as
workers and entrepreneurs, the role oftheir businesses in revitalizing centralcity economies, and their inventions, innovations, and technological and
commercial contributions. Nor does he mention a host of newer groups who
have in many ways substantially added to the western economy, particularly
during the past four decades.
And even Roger Lotchin's essay on the urban West in the same collectionreplete with suggestive comments regarding ethnic groups-says nothing
about the urban-ethnic labor issues or immigrant-ethnic entrepreneurialism,
or about the resources newcomers brought with them and the expanding presence of ethnic groups as consumers, not just producers. In his own piece on
western culture, Richard Etulain urges readers not to "overlook the signal
importance ofthe region's burgeoning ethnic populations" -namely, Native
Americans, Hispanics, and Asians! Finally, Robert Cherny, covering politics,
comes closest to expressing an awareness ofthe West's true diversity. Including
Native Americans, Latinos, Asians, and Mrican Americans, he points out, "by
no means exhausts the political significance of ethnicity. In a number of western states, especially in the early twentieth century, immigrants from Europe
formed clear and important political blocs."
The narrow definitions of diversity limited to racial groups and Latinos
have left many other peoples standing in the wings of the western stage, marginalizing them and their economic, political, and sociocultural contributions. Walter Nugent observed that, already by the 1920S, "Los Angeles [had
become] the most complex melange of ethnicities any American city had
ever seen, and other western metropolises, often despite themselves, emulated it." Although more western historians at least acknowledge early-twentieth-century diversity, most are still far from incorporating into their writings
the recent demographic transformations in the West, including influxes of
Armenians, Iranians, Soviet Jews, Christian and Muslim Arabs, other Muslims,
and the South Asian, Southeast Asian, and Central American peoplesY Still,
merely listing the recent groups of immigrants and refugees and the communities they have created does not entirely remedy their prior invisibility. An
adequate coverage of the broad diversity would examine the multitude ofvery
specific and dynamic ways these various peoples have influenced western
social, economic, political, and cultural institutions and practices at the same
time that they themselves have undergone the processes ofAmericanization.
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And therein lies the essence of the West's multiculturalism: it is part and
parcel ofwestern history itself, inseparable from-and equal to-other global
topics that dominate historical narratives ofthe West. Underlying the distinctive character of so many areas of the West one can identify a rich mosaic of
peoples and the richly variegated and complex impact they have had. Gene
Gressley captured that equality of importance in the conclusion of his contribution of Researching Western History. He wrote, "For the West is at once
defined and divided by multiculturalism, federalism, localism, regionalism,
and environmentalism."28
This complexity is especially relevant for understanding the peoples ofthe
West because most ethnic communities have not disappeared, even if their
enclaves are not always apparent. In reality, the vast majority of newcomers
have not so quickly assimilated; appearing in the West are new groups who
are neither Asian nor Mexican; and many older groups have significantly
increased in size in recent decades, ranging from the Chinese to Orthodox
Jews among whom intermixing with others is limited. Some peoples have
dispersed to suburbias and developed alternative modes of preserving aspects
of their ethnicity. Sometimes they lack an especially visible geographic center or have actually created new areas of concentration. Many others have
endured in primary areas of settlement and continued to maintain communities, sometimes expanding into locations previously occupied by other
groups. In particular, the conclusion of several authors that ethnic diversity
still existed in the West-among Hispanics, "Orientals," and blacks-butwas
"fading" among Europeans 24 exaggerated the situation for European ethnic
groups. Among other things, such an assertion assumes that no sizeable
numbers of recent European newcomers came with ethnic communal needs
and desires and that-being white-European immigrants have relatively
quickly abandoned their ethnic identities and ethnic ties.
Does this emphasis on the broad diversity of the immigrants and their children imply or claim more than is warranted? After all, as Gerald Thompson
asserted in 1990, "diversity is not the cement of regionalism." In fact, I do not
assert that diversity binds the West together into a single region, but I argue that
there have been shared experiences in terms of the roles of immigrants in all
fourteen states during the twentieth century. In at least eight states, immigration continues to be a ma jor factor in terms of issues related to housing, schooling, employment, language usage in public agencies and in businesses, refugee
and welfare assistance, entrepreneurialism, cultural accommodation, ethnic
organizational presence, increasing political mobilization, and illegal aliens as
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well as, in some places, such negative issues as crime and gangs. Ifhistorians
had paid half as much attention to the impact of federal immigration and
naturalization laws on the American West as they had to federal expenditures,
they would have offered portraits of immigrants and their place in the twentieth-century American West significantly different from what has hitherto
been presented. Given Richard White's observation thatthe West was "a land
and people constantly in the midst of reinvention and reshaping," how much
more fully would such reshaping and reinvention have been conveyed and
appreciated were so many historical players not rendered invisible and their
experiences left so opaque?lO
Historians have made immigrants visible for what was long regarded as the
classic era ofAmerican immigration, 1880-1920, but in fact more people were
admitted into the United States between 1960 and 2000 than between 1880
and 1920, underscoring the importance of integrating that recent phenomenon into histories ofthe West. As Walter Nugentput it, "The new immigration, post-1965 and post-IRCA [Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986], continues to change the West as Europeans had changed the East
Coast and Great Lakes states earlier in the century."ll Indeed, drawing attention to the immense demographic changes occurring earlier in the century
and then identifying contemporary parallels has not been entirely absent. In
Legacy of Conquest published in 1987, Patricia Nelson Limerick observed in
her inimitable style, "Put the diverse humanity ofWestern America into one
picture and the 'melting pot' of the Eastern United States at the turn of the
century begins to look more like a family reunion, a meeting of groups with
an essential similarity-dominantly European, Judeo-Christian, accustomed
to the existence of the modern state." More than a dozen years later she refined this point: "The West was, in truth, a place of extraordinary convergence, one of the great meeting zones ofthe planet. ... [P]eople from all over
the planet met, jockeyed for position with each other, and tried to figure each
other OUt."l2
Limerick emphasized the early twentieth century, but the implications for
the present are clear. Although no one has fully taken up the challenge of
analyzing the multifaceted aspects of that encounter then and now in the
West, one example of the potential for doing so is the essay jointly written by
Sarah Deutsch, George J. Sanchez, and Gary Y. Okihiro in the Oxford History of the American West. That piece demonstrates the potential for a more
encompassing multiethnic approach. The myriad groups in Boyle Heights,
adjacent to downtown Los Angeles-labelled by the Federal Housing Ad-
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ministration in 1939 as "hopelessly heterogeneous" and too risky for loans due
to its "diverse and subversive racial elements" - is followed by discussions of
Japanese, Mexicans, and more recently arrived Asians. The authors bring the
narrative up to the early 1990S and include a discussion of both the 1992 Los
Angeles riot and the long-standing, complex issues surrounding the U.S.Mexican border regionY It seems fitting that Limerick, taking note of the
remarkable diversity in Hawai'i and the changes on the mainland, has also
suggested an imminent "Hawaiianization" of the latter as the proportion of
whites declines. Will the Census Bureau's announcement that California
had in 1999 become a majority minority state (the state's non-Hispanic white
population had dropped to 48.83 percent) signal the real end of the debate
over Turner's frontier - the end of his Euroamerican conquest of the West?34
Now seems an ideal moment to put to rest the Turnerian box that has shaped
so many of the discussions of the West-at the expense of other important
issues, such as the global origins of immigration to this region, the ongoing
transnational ties of so many of these newcomers, and their critically important economic contributions.
The major thrust ofthis essay has been to focus attention on the invisibility ofgreat numbers of immigrants in the western narrative, on the virtual invisibility of their extraordinary diversity throughout most of the twentieth
century, and on the extent to which various social and economic dimensions
of western history have been influenced by that diversity. The relevance of
these immigrants stems in part from the West's many episodes of exploitation,
intergroup tensions, and conflict often linked to the overlapping waves of immigration .
. The three volumes ofthe Dillingham Commission's report of 1911 on immigrants in the West's economy at that time (vols. 23-25) reveal that considerable interaction between American and foreign workers occurred in the
West, along with dual, triple, and even quadruple wage scales put in place for
American, European (sometimes northern and nonnorthern European),
Latino (native and immigrant), and Asian workers. At the same time, extensive areas in the West still provided agricultural opportunities that enabled
many northern and western Europeans to adapt and integrate without encountering much resistance, for they generally met with greater acceptance.
Most had also come to settle (rather than sojourn), and many had lived elsewhere in the United States prior to remigrating farther westward. At the same
time, many southern and eastern European, Asian, and Mexican workers
(especially single males) came to the United States initially as sojourners. For
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some time the scattered locations oflogging, milling, mining, and large-scale
agricultural operations inhibited many newer groups from coalescing as readily
into full ethnic communities, particularly outside urban centers. Nonetheless,
Americans' and then Europeans' racial antipathies rather quickly crystallized
in response to the perceived willingness of Mexicans, Chinese, Japanese,
Koreans, Asian Indians, and then Filipinos to accept lower wages (at least initially) and to endure substandard working and living conditions. They were
exploited first by labor contractors, farmers, ranchers, mine owners, canneries,
railroad companies, and logging and milling firms, then by factory owners and
agribusinesses, and most recently by a broad array of urban employers. The
outcome-frequently reinforced for many years by organized labor's opposition to these newer groups-quite often resulted in an eventual recasting of a
three-way or even four-way encounter (Americans, Europeans, Latinos, and
Asians) into a struggle between whites and peoples of color, with the latter commonly engaged in their own intergroup conflicts for economic leverage.
At times unions played a prominent role in racial polarization in cities
such as San Francisco and Seattle, but in Los Angeles- "a famously AngloAmerican city" in Nugent's words -the early and disproportionate numbers
of transplanted native-born Americans cast the city's racial die in ways that
certainly contributed to the antiunion, open-shop stance of its leaders in the
1910S and 1920S. The political climate set the tone for the racial friction and
social distancing that contributed to the later race riots. In a somewhat comparable scenario, Neil Foley's and David Montejano's descriptions of rural
South Texas and the in-migration there ofAnglo farmers in the first decades
of the twentieth century illustrate how the concerted economic power of
these newcomers maintained for decades a virtual racial caste system. By way
of contrast, until the 1960s Seattle was "ethnically but not racially diverse";
many residents of European descent were foreign-born or second-generation
persons. Many had resettled from the Midwest and Upper Midwest but were
not ofthe native-born American Midwest. Discrimination occurred but with
comparatively less racial strife. J5
Dennis Ogawa, Ronald Takaki, Lawrence Fuchs, Miriam Sharma, Yakiko
Kimura, and others noted for the Hawaiian plantations, as Chris Friday pointed
out for the Alaskan canneries that, over time, stark confrontations were less
evident where minorities, including Alaskan Natives, were better able to mobilize because ofthe different demographic compositions: notably in the racial
mix the smaller percentage of white Americans in relation to the various minorities. However, in the mainland West the fact remains, Richard White
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concluded, that "minorities were the only groups who occupied the lower
tier positions permanently." The dual wage systems had the intended effect
of reinforcing racial divisions over class unity36 Although that outcome
emerged as only one of the dynamics in labor and intergroup relations in the
East and Midwest, it settled in as a predominant and more enduring one in
many parts of the mainland West. This racial dynamic profoundly affected
not only native-born groups but also newer immigrant populations entering
those western socioeconomic scenes for the first time, even if they retreated
to enclaves.
Albert Camarillo described this process quite clearly with respect to Mexicans in southern California, and it could as easily apply elsewhere. The incorporation of Mexican workers into the capitalist labor market, Camarillo
wrote, "locked them into the status of a predominantly unskilled/semiskilled
working class at the bottom of the occupational structure. The major occupational, residential, political, and social patterns evident in the nineteenth
century continued into the new century and through the Great Depression."
Thus, noted Richard White, "Only in the West were the conditions offoreign
nationality and race so intimately intertwined."37
Nonetheless, the polarization ofraces did not occur in all contexts or equally
among all social classes of immigrants and their children. Divisions remained
among foreign-born Europeans, especially among those who had more recently arrived and those who lacked the job skills and language facility to integrate readily. Immigrants have therefore figured most prominently in both
economic relations and in the evolution of social patterns, contributing in a
substantial fashion to the fabric of both race and class relations in western
history. In their quest to tell the bigger story-and by so doing marginalizing
those immigrants-most general works on the West have oversimplified or
obscured the complex ethnic and racial dynamics that were fundamentally
shaping major areas ofwestern society. Doubters need only consider the multiracial riot in Los Angeles in 1992 and the astonishing demographic changes in
Houston, San Diego, San Jose, Las Vegas, and Seattle.
It is ironic, therefore, that in 1989, Michael Malone and Richard Etulain
commented on how "the modern West evolved into the most cosmopolitan
of American regions, the homeland of nearly all of the country's Indians,
most of its Hispanics and Orientals, and rapidly rising numbers of blacks." As
noted, Malone later reiterated that point as a fifth force of regionalism: "the
remarkable new cosmopolitanism resulting from the upsurge in Asian and
Latin American immigration."38 Of course, these authors have not been alone
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in using this theme of cosmopolitanism, but these unqualified depictions of
cosmopolitanism have had several effects on western historiography: they
unintentionally mask the persistent racial hierarchy and complex interaction
between white persons and peoples of color; they ignore most references to
European groups still thriving in the West-thus contributing to an unvariegated "whiteness" that could be mistaken for ethnic uniformity among Europeans/ 9 and they likewise overlook the newer European, Middle Eastern,
Asian, Latino, and even African groups already populating parts of the West,
especially in those metropolitan centers. The paradox of this western "cosmopolitanism" is that this same cosmopolitan West has also witnessed some of
the fiercest efforts to control mostly nonwhite minorities and some of the
worst episodes of nativism. To minimize the presence of immigrants seriously
understates this feature of the metropolitanization - or cosmopolitanism - of
the West. In other words, omitting their experiences obscures the full array of
key players within the overall historical narrative ofthe twentieth-century West.
Now, many of these negative features have been grounded in the realities
of economic competition and labor exploitation, in the legacy of racial antipathies imported from other parts of the United States, and in the nativist
responses to periodic economic adversities that have triggered overt hostility,
from the physical attacks on Mexicans, Koreans, Asian Indians, and Filipinos
at the beginning of the century to attacks on Koreans and Vietnamese at the
end of it. Sarah Deutsch's observation regarding the late nineteenth century
could be applied here, too: "It was not simply different races that converged
[in the West] but different ways oflife -systems of economy, politics, family,
society."411 In the final analysis, then, western cosmopolitanism included
heated racial and ethnic dynamics along with numerous instances of ethnic
persistence and of adaptation to American society among newcomers of all
backgrounds. The myriad patterns of change, accommodation, and integration have therefore been inseparable from the patterns of competition, confrontation, and exploitation, and all are inseparable from the larger history of
the West and the nation. It is precisely this more inclusive history ofthe West
that is outside the Turnerian box.
Having outlined the intrinsic importance of immigrant-driven diversity to
the history of the West, let me take these aspects of diversity one step further.
Inescapably, intergroup tensions are substantially a product of the dynamics
of the workplace, often due to forces operating beyond the immigrants' control. The case can also be made for the centrality of the immigrants' labor,
talents, resources, creativity, and entrepreneurial ism. Any wide-eyed account
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ofthe West's remarkable growth is actually myopic as long as the multifaceted
economic roles of immigrants and -their children are not center stage with
those who initiated, financed, and directed many of the principal components of the region's transformation.
The three volumes (23-25) of the Dillingham Commission's report of 1911
on immigrants in the western economy detailed many areas of the economy
that relied upon workers from Europe, Asia, Mexico, and Canada as well as
from other parts of the United States. The frequent result was an intentional
ethnic hierarchy of wage scales. That stratification is but one part of the story.
To complete the process of distancing ourselves from the Turnerian box,
this economic theme can highlight many critical aspects of the contributions
of immigrants and their children to the development of the twentieth-century West. Cast aside the immigrant and second-generation workers and you
have a pauperized West. Thus, let us grant Donald Worster's contention that
"the most important single piece oflegislation in the history of the West" was
the Newlands Reclamation Act of 1902; that "the hydraulic West came of
age" after World War II, that 43.67 million acres ofland were under irrigation
by 1978 in seventeen western states, and that "this water empire [was] a purely
western invention." Take note, too, of Nugent's declaration that "irrigation
.... made possible the peopling of much of the West."41 Who but the immigrants and some of their second generation were commonly hired to do most
of the construction of the irrigation works and then to till the vast, new fields,
and to harvest the crops? Widen the picture: absent these peoples a century
ago and little salmon would have been canned, far less timber felled, far
fewer shingles milled, scarcely any fish caught, much less copper, lead, and
coal mined, and hardly any fresh fruits and vegetables packed, shipped, or
locally marketed. Without them many new crops would have been left undeveloped, much cotton unpicked, most swamps.undrained, sugar cane
plantations unharvested in Hawai'i, and most railroads and electric railways
uncompleted or unmaintained. Remove immigrants from the turn-of-themillennium scene and far less computer equipment and components would
have been assembled, far fewer garments manufactured, many gardens unte~ded, restaurant dishes unbussed, hotel rooms unmade, buildings and
roofs unfinished, software programs left incomplete, and most major crops
of fruit, vegetables, and nuts marketed in far smaller quantities. Moreover,
many central cities would have languished without the immigrant businesses
to revitalize them, and global trading would have been less substantial had
the numerous immigrant entrepreneurs not stepped in with ties to homeland
capital, resources, production capabilities, and markets.
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These lists could be much longer, detailing the indispensable economic
roles not only of Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, South Asians, Filipinos, and
Mexicans but also ofItalians, Greeks, Jews, Armenians, Slovaks, Irish, Finns,
Norwegians, Swedes, and, more recently, Iranians, Israelis, Salvadorans,
Guatemalans, Vietnamese, Thais, Turks, Palestinians, and Russians-and
many other groups. The "composite nationality" of the West's working man
and woman has not been that of a northern European but of a multihued
person. The impact of immigrants and their children on the West was immense, indisputable, but often invisible-so taken for granted as to be only
fleetingly acknowledged.
To illustrate the vital labor role of immigrants, the following representative observations could be writ large. At least seven times in his greatly admired study of southern California, Albert Camarillo explicitly emphasized
the vital contributions of immigrant workers to the growth of that subregion.
At the turn of the century Mexicans were already "indispensable in building
the region's economic prosperity"; they were "the backbone of the labor intensive sectors of Santa Barbara's prosperous agricultural hinterlands and its
urban building and construction trades." Between 1900 and 1930 the pattern
continued, for "the expanding economy of [Santa Barbara] and the agricultural areas near [it] became increasingly dependent upon Mexican labor." In
fact, throughout that time, "Mexican men and women [also] constituted one
of the primary sources of manual and factory labor in Los Angeles."42 With
increasing frequency in California by the late nineteenth century, Walter
Nugent observed, "farm workers were not future homesteaders but people
drawn from a succession of ,outsider' racial groups," and the state's industrial
agriculture consisted of"large holdings employing an ethnically second-class
contract force." Yet, focusing specifically on California's Central Valley, Sally
Miller described the '~c~nstant stream of incoming workers" seeking opportunities. The valley continued to lure "the French and Swiss, Danes and
Basques, Swedes and Hungarians, Canadians and Serbs, and Jews, Arabs,
and Asians as well as many others from a variety of lands."43
In the Pacific Northwest at the turn of the century, immigrants from
Scandinavia were dominant among fishermen (along with Canadians and
Chinese), particularly in the salmon industry, while the halibut trade in the
was "almost exclusively a Norwegian enterprise," reported Janet Rasmussen. So many Swedes worked in logging, for example in King County,
Washington, she added, that "Scandinavian" was "the working language of
the woods." Meanwhile, James J. Hill, the railroad entrepreneur, boasted,
1920S
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"Give me enough Swedes and whiskey and I'll build a railroad to Hell!" At
the diagonally opposite end of our western region, David Montejano related
a number of statements from farmers in southern Texas, the Winter Garden
area. During the early years of the twentieth century, one acknowledged, "I
don't know how we would get along without Mexican labor." An onion
grower confessed, "We have got to have a class of people who will do this kind
oflabor. ... if we can't have the Mexicans, it will stop all this development."
As a result, Montejano concluded, segregationist policies-from education
to housing-drew their "force from the need to regulate and maintain the
reservoir of cheap Mexican labor." The segregated institutions "rigidly defined their positions as farm laborers."44
Finally, providing an urban perspective on the contemporary era, Carl Abbott
points out that the foreign-born in Los Angeles currently occupy "the full range
of economic roles-low skilled service workers, low wage garment workers,
skilled electronic assemblers, small entrepreneurs in retailing and manufacturing, scientists, and professionals." All in all, as Sarah Deutsch stated, "Access to
inexhaustible supplies oflow paid labor and low cost resourcesremained central
to the success of western booms."45 Only during the depression was that supply
comprised for a time ofsignificant numbers ofAmerican-born Arkies and Okies,
who soon moved on as defense production soared.
From the longer historical perspective concerning immigration, the question is not whether the West is process or place; for immigrants it has been
process in place. Their experience is not that of minorities as incidental figures but of immigrants and the children of immigrants as integral players on
the social, cultural, and economic (and gradually political) stages of western
life. Their history is not the tale of minorities as self-confined entities but as
individuals and groups involved in minority-majority and minority-minority
relations in many parts of the West. As spokes on the wheel of a sailing-ship
helm, foreigners in the West have come into this new environment while
retaining ties beyond American shores and borders in all directions to their
homelands. In various economic ways those transnational ties ultimately link
the West with the ever more pervasive patterns of commercial and financial
globalization. These ties reinforce a point I made years ago, that immigrants'
and their enterprises are part ofthe West's movement beyond the Pacific Rim
to a "Rimless World."46
.A multiethnic approach to the peoples in the western arc of states as well
as in the interior western states enables us to identify more precisely and with
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greater depth how many different groups have adapted in various environments, how differently groups have been treated and responded to those situations, and how variously they have contributed to the economies, societies,
politics, and cultures of the West. With that enriched perspective we better
appreciate with whose labor the builders of the West built the West. In these
many ways, centering the story of immigration within the larger ones of the
western region is a step toward accomplishing what Gerald Nash hoped for
in the last decade of the twentieth century: "By 1990 it was clear that historians of the West had discovered much that was right, and much that was
wrong with the story of the West. ... Perhaps the task of the generation entering the 1990S is to restore greater balance to the subject." To continue the
existing discussions without this more complete and more balanced perspective is to continue to debate the West within the Turnerian box. To do so,
overlooks or minimizes the true dimensions of the West's demographic revolutions that underlay so much of what transpired during the twentieth century. Already in 1897 the novelist Frank Norris had recognized that emerging
reality: "As yet, we, out here, on the fringe of the continent, are not a people,
we are peoples."47

It is therefore appropriate to conclude with Roger Lotchin's quite penetrating observation on the paradoxical approaches writers have used regarding ethnicity in the West:
The group currently labeled Caucasian, white, or Anglo initially came to
the West as Jews, midwesterners, Germans, English, Canadians, Irish,
Cornish ... , Serbs, and so forth. If they have not melted, that would
indicate even more multicultural diversity in the West than the current
multiculturalists and revisionists recognize.... On the other hand, if, as
the terms ... imply, these groups are no longer Jewish, midwestern,
German, English, Canadian, Irish, Cornish, Basque ... , Scots, and
southerners, then the melting pot must have largely succeeded.... In
that case we must explain how the ethnics got into that container and,
more importantly, in what condition they came OUt. 48
Diversity may not have been (or presently be) a "cement" unifying a western region, but this part of America was-and continues to be-comprised
of a unique amalgam of peoples in unique settings, peoples whose manifold
contributions to the region's development are inseparable from its general
history. In particular, the efforts and achievements of immigrants and their
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children must no longer remain offstage, in the wings, occasionally to be
brought forth, fragmented and sorely incomplete. Such is the significance of
those immigrants and second-generation children that they deserve their
turn on center stage in the history of the twentieth-century American West.
From Texas to Alaska and Hawai'i, their successes and their failures, their
conflicts and collaborations, their labor and their talents, their assimilation
and their persistence need acknowledgment as having shaped key aspects of
the West as profoundly as have frontiers and aridity, metropolitanization and
agribusinesses, federal controls and defense spending, or environmental concerns and the legacy of conquest.
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